Murine Thy-1+ dendritic epidermal cells induce immunologic tolerance in vivo.
To study the potential immunologic functions of murine Thy-1+ dendritic epidermal cells (Tdec), we used long term, IL-2-dependent, Tdec lines derived from the skin of C3H mice. Cells of the Tdec lines AU16 or AU4 were conjugated in vitro with the hapten FITC and injected s.c. into the footpad (ifp.) or i.v. into syngeneic recipient mice to assess their ability to induce or inhibit contact hypersensitivity (CHS). FITC-conjugated Tdec were unable to induce CHS after ifp. or i.v. injection. Furthermore, when mice were sensitized epicutaneously with FITC after the injection of FITC-conjugated Tdec, they were unable to mount a CHS response. These results indicated that hapten-conjugated Tdec are capable of inducing tolerance upon ifp. or i.v. injection. In contrast, ifp. injection of normal lymphocytes conjugated with FITC in vitro produced no impairment of the CHS response to FITC, although i.v. injection of these cells, as with that of FITC-conjugated Tdec, induced down-regulation of CHS. The immunologic tolerance induced by FITC-conjugated Tdec was Ag specific, but not H-2 restricted. Immunization with unconjugated Tdec either ifp. or i.v. did not induce tolerance, indicating that unconjugated Tdec by themselves are not suppressive. In addition, Tdec were unable to mediate a local graft-vs-host reaction in an F1 host. These results demonstrate that Tdec can induce immunologic tolerance and suggest that these cells may play a role in the down-regulation of cutaneous immune responses.